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I. Introduction:
This research paper is written by Jennifer Isabella Cappa from Oral Roberts University
on Dean Calvin Easterling's behalf. Through this essay, the topics of Native American activism,
environmentalism, and spirituality will be addressed. In addition to this, other information such
as the background and beliefs of their tribes may come into play.
A vast majority of Native American religions believe in; the great spirit (a deity), respect
for nature and creation, faith, metaphysical realms, reincarnation, community values, societal
order between the people and the medicine man, and specific rituals for salvation and honoring
the great spirit and those whom the spirit encompasses.
The Native American way of life has been exhibited in past times as one significantly
intertwined with nature, not due to a lack of civilization but a different set of values. Valuing less
of the material world and its complexities, but first seeking to understand the creator and
creation, taking in nature in all its glory, comprehending its divinity, recognizing that there is a
different aspect of life that revolves around the greater good of all. According to Charles
Alexander Eastman (Ohiyesa), a writer, reformer, lecturer, and physician of Boston University of
Sioux, Santee Dakota descent stated in, "It was our belief that the love of possessions is a
weakness to be overcome. Children must early learn the beauty of generosity. They are taught to
give what they prize most, that they may taste the happiness of giving. The Indians in their
simplicity literally give away all that they have…from whom they can hope for no return”1
II. Midewiwin
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A. Tribal Origin:2
The first native American religion to be addressed is the Midewiwin religion of Eastern
Dakota. These people lived in bark cabins, covered in deerskin. They wore clothes of bearskin,
bucks, porcupine quills, pearl, and turquoise stone necklaces. They survived off of; hunting deer
and muskrats, gathering berries, plums, rice, roots, and tubers, fishing, harvested corn, and used
the maple trees for sugars and syrups. They made do with what they had, living humble livings,
honoring nature and all within it. Using their resources to the fullest extent, not overusing and in
essence harming the other, but instead, they were grateful to be supplied by the ‘great spirit.’ The
Midewiwin people believed not solely in the ‘great spirit’ but in other deities who had appeared
to them under the umbrella of Wakan.
B. Respect for animals3:
The Midewiwin religion believed in respecting animals, as they deemed them good
omens. The animals’ were believed to have spirits harbored in the people and have a healthy bear
spirit. The type of animal spirit was revealed to an individual through a dream or vision.
To show their respect to the animal spirits, the people would only take what they needed
from an animal they had hunted, not indulging in gluttony but leaving the extra pieces for the rest
of their tribe to partake in. Additionally, they thanked the animals for giving their lives so that the
people would not go hungry. In doing so, they exemplified reciprocity and subsistence.
C. Community
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This native American religion had taught its inhabitants from an early age the importance
of sharing and gratitude. As children, the native American males were taught to lend their bows
and arrows to the older warriors when necessary for hunting, although, at other times, they were
asked to partake in hunting alongside the older warriors.
D. Advocacy4
The Midewiwin tribe had grown since the 1970’s when recently deceased tribal leader
Benton-Banai, restarted the tribe. He allowed the community to grow into many individual
lodges, known as the Three Fires Midewiwin society. He brought community for tens of
thousands of people across the borders, whether international, state, provincial, or otherwise.
Through this, he specifically, “…reconnected the true Anishinaabeg nation across the Great
Lakes, up towards Hudson Bay, and along the rivers of the plains.”
While doing so he was able to co found the American Indian Movement, for anyone to
volunteer and serve the community. Often times they worked in Wounded Knee South Dakota,
and the former Alcatraz island prison. This group advocated for indigenous people’s rights “a
group that advocated for Indigenous rights at a time when stealing land, removing children, and
driving communities into poverty and despair was the norm.” In addition to this this group was
able to deliver food to the community, taught indigenous children the tribe’s language and
culture.
E. Aquatic & Sanitation Rights5
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The Midewiwin people lack water security because they lack clear and freshwater due to
not solely a drought or water shortage, but they see it as racial and financial discrimination. That
because the Native Americans tend to prioritize nature and the environment over profit. In
comparison, they see ethnic groups receiving extra attention even in a pandemic, due primarily to
their race. Just as they have seen with the Navajo’s whose cases and deaths are directly affected
by this.
They have been advocating for this for the main religious belief that they believe in the
interconnectedness and spirituality of nature, whereas they argue that most people,“see their
human existence as superior to other beings on the planet and particularly to water and that water
is solely a commodity for human use, consumption and benefit.”
III. Iroquois6
A. Origin:
The Iroquois people of upstate New York believe in a celestial being who created the
earth and its inhabitants. They believe that the world originated through a ‘sky woman’ who had
fallen the ‘sky world’; when she fell, she had landed on the back of a turtle with mud upon its
shell. Her indentation on the turtle had created the foundation of the earth.
B. Modernization:
When a Native American from Canawaugus of Seneca, New York, named Handsome
Lake7, had combined their previous religion with the eighteenth-century settlers, the religion had
been altered. It was known as the ‘new religion’ or ‘Gaiwiio.’ This revision included two main
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guidelines, the first being to avoid all alcohol, and the second was to discontinue witchcraft. He
also stressed the importance of refraining from; marital abuse, abortion, spouse and child
abandonment, selling off land, overconsumption, and factory farms.8
C. Women’s Suffrage (1893):
In 1893, Matilda Joslyn Gage the co-founder of the National Woman Suffrage
Association attempted to vote in a school board where she was arrested for attempting to vote.
Gage later went on to join the Council of Matrons in Wolf Clan of the Mohawk Nation for the
Iroquois people where she could have a say.9
“A man only served as leader if nominated by women, and women could call for his removal, for
which there was no appeal…Women could disqualify or remove a chief from office if he was
found guilty of any one of three behaviors— murder, theft, or sexual assault.”10
D. Tribal Land Stolen:
Despite the Iroquois living in the areas specified in the following New York State
counties Cayuga, Onondaga, Mohawk, Seneca, and Oneida, they had ruled over Pennsylvania's
tribes.
The Philadelphia Chamber of commerce was unable to negotiate a deal with the Iroquois
tribe to purchase their land, ultimately expanding their Commercial Exchange Building. The
Iroquois people temporarily kept their land, and it was re-dedicated by five visiting chiefs, where
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they smoked their peace pipe. Although years later the Iroquois and Haudenosaunee's land
formerly known as the Wampum Lot that had been, “…deeded with a wampum belt and
presented to 12 visiting chiefs ‘in perpetuity for the conduct of Native diplomacy”11, has been
dishonored, plowed over, and is now sitting underneath the Moravian condominiums and the rest
between a Bookbinder's restaurant. Their history had been erased from that area of Pennsylvania.
IV. Chinook12
A. Origin
Originating in the Pacific Northwest were the chinook people who also believed in the
great spirit and the spirit’s healers, although when in need, they would rely on the settler’s
Catholic practices, both in a ritual in doctrine. Some were even willing to undergo baptism for
the sick while still practicing their rituals.
B. Practice:
The main ritual held for the Chinook religion was spirit dancing, where the people would
dance to honor their spirit and ultimately the great spirit. They believed that doing so would grant
them abilities and strength. While if they did not participate, they were dishonoring their spirits
and causing their spirit to become ill.
Another part of this ritual was, by the medicine men to please the peoples’ spirit guides
known as Tamanawas, “It was a prevailing custom for the “medicine men” at the dancing
festivals to lacerate their flesh with sharp stones or knives, making deep cuts; and while the
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blood was gushing out, scoop it up in their hands, and drink it, to appease and gratify their blood
thirsty tamanawas that raged within…in order to inspire the poor dupes of their black art with an
abiding dread of their displeasure.”13
C. Emphasis on community
The chinook people believed that they were intertwined as a people within their
community and their spirits. Meaning that the people would pray and dance for the well being of
one another, benefiting the whole.
D. Faith In The Past & Modernity
They stood by their religion in every tribe; they had either a medicine man or a priest,
seeing as there much religious practice was practicing faith in the great spirit to protect them
from their elements of; weather, sickness, and other tribes. These people survived off the salmon
from their nearby rivers, shellfish, roots, and dried berries.14
Today these people are fighting for the Snake Dam to be destroyed, as its causing the
currents to lose their strength; in addition to this, the dam has caused Columbia Basin salmon to
near extinction. The salmon there and in the Nez Perce area are lacking modes of transportation.
This is a direct violation of Walla's Treaty in 1855, whereas the Natives were guaranteed their
rights to fish, hunt, and gather in their reservation in exchange for the colonizers to gain access to
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7.5 million acres and all in it, particularly gold. “The Nez Perce rescued Lewis and Clark when
the explorers arrived freezing and starving in the fall of 1805. Yet after gold was discovered in
the tribe’s territory, the U.S. took back 90% of the reservation…”15
E. Re-birth
For the chinook people to receive salvation, they believed that an individual was
unconscious in their sleep. While the adolescents' spirit quest was that individuals who lost
consciousness traveled to the spirit world, established a relationship with the powerful being in
question, and returned home, bringing new spiritual wisdom, songs, dances, rituals, and symbols.
Some of these individuals went on to become religious specialists and healers. Indeed, such
death and rebirth experiences appear to have been particular prerequisites for the healer's
calling.9 Healers were those who had lost themselves on dangerous spiritual journeys and found
themselves again, whose relationships and levels of self-identity were stretched, broken, and recreated. The knowledge and the skills gained through this process enabled these individuals to
become healers themselves
F. Afterlife
The chinook people believed that there was life after death, that their spirits are renewed.
The just people’s spirits will go from earth to the spirit world, while spirits of the unjust remain
on the earth until advancing into the spirit world.
G. Chinook Versus U.S. Department of Interior16
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In 1971, the Indian Claims Commission had given the Chinook people roughly $48,000
for their stolen land of the 1800s, although this department failed to continually supply their
funds, due to the U.S. Department claiming that Chinook tribes were not recognized, and thus
able to receive their funds. This injustice robbed the Chinook people of their land and their
compensation, and ultimately their faith in the U.S. Department of Interior.
V. Comanche17:
A. Origin
The Comanche people resided in New Mexico as well as in Texas. This religion spread
throughout the Great Plains; Colorado, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Montana, Nebraska, New
Mexico, North Dakota, Western Oklahoma, South Dakota, Texas, and Wyoming. Here they
practiced their religion, despite the Spaniards colonization and attempts to convert the natives
from their animistic belief system.
B. Belief System18:
The Comanche religion emphasizes animistic beliefs, whereas they attribute souls to all
forms of nature, whether it be a tree, rock, river, or any other natural object. The Comanche
people believed that religion was equivalent to power, that personal power was accessible
through spirit world rituals. The spirit world rituals would allow them to gain access to healing
as well as warfare protection.
C. Peace Making Customs19:
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The Comanche people had certain religious sacrosanct that were the bridge between the
people and the spirit realm, these holy sacrosanct were expected to attend all religious meetings
with a camulent loaded with tobacco, formerly known as a peace pipe. This was done in order to
make treaties with the settlers.
VI. 20th Century MisRepresentation NFL’s Team Name ‘Red Skins’ & ‘Cleveland Indians’
A. Red SkinsTerm Origin & Usage:
Washington’s NFL (National Football League) team was initially titled ‘Redskins’, in
reference to the indigenous peoples in Washington state who were racially categorized.
Categorized and ultimately de humanized as being considered red - skinned savages. This was
not only originally coined by the French traders who first came across the indigenous peoples but
used in the 1860s, “The word was used in bounties offered for scalps and skins of slain Indians.
There was a market for them much the same as for animal pelts.”20
B. Changing The Franchise’s Logo, Name, & Representation (Red Skins)21:
ESPN (Entertainment and Sports Programming Network) specified on July 13th of 2020
their intentions to change the aforementioned in hopes of promoting equality rather than
stereotypes. As they are striving for inclusivity, they are still expected to keep the famous
burgundy and gold colors while still altering their name, which is in process from being known
currently as the “Washington Football Team” opposed to “Redskins” . In addition to this the
team’s logo has changed from a symbol of an indigenous representative, to a capital gold W with

20
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a blank burgundy background. This is quite likely temporary as the team has just begun this
process and is in perpetual pursuit of a new logo etcetera.
C. Mascots (Cleveland Indians)
The Cleveland Ohio football team known as the Cleveland Indians have made numerous
steps to eradicate their misrepresentation of Indigenous peoples, the first step they took was on
October 8, 2018 when they removed their Wahoo logo who according to the New York Times
although it had originally evolved it was initially started when “Team owner Bill Veeck had
asked the family firm, J.F. Novak Co., to design a team logo featuring a cartoon-type character…
Veeck selected one with an orange face, a pony tail and a crooked feather…”22
D. Oneida Nation’s Protests Against The Cleveland Indians
The indigenous peoples of Oneida in upstate New York began to protest specifically in
high schools along with other non indigenous people took a stand for change. To get rid of the
stereotypical Chief Wahoo representing the native people, not simply representing the American
majority of non indigenous specifically Caucasian people, but choosing to advocate for the
Native American population that has undergone oppression and discrimination since
colonization. This unity through justice against the oppressive societally accepted norms had
caused people to reconsider what they truly stood for and what they sought to change.
“Washington kept its team name and mascot until the summer of 2020, when the social forces

22
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unleashed by the killing of Floyd forced the examination of racist and offensive symbols that had
been in the culture for generations…the previously accepted became intolerable…”23
VII. Indigenous People’s Representation Through Modern Art
A. Leonard Peltier Statue by Rigo 2324
Upon the San Francisco Bay is a twelve foot statue of Leonard Peltier, Native American
activist who had been accused of murdering two Federal Bureau of Investigation agents in
nineteen seventy five on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, despite his denial. Where
he is currently imprisoned the Indigenous peoples have built a clinic, kitchen, and education
centers. They intended to add to it by turning it into a cultural center, a place of freedom instead
of imprisonment.
B. Jeffrey Gibson
Jeffrey Gibson is mixed with Choctaw and Cherokee tribes. He believes in using his
work as a platform to represent his fellow indigenous peoples particularly from his tribes through
a thorough expression of modern day expression as well as traditional values. He believes in
accurately representing his culture’s past and current day culture which is done from his method
where he “infuses Native American crafts with pop culture, music, and activism. Imagine a

23
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textured celebration, combining graffiti and eye-popping colors with a touch of traditional
aesthetics”25
VIII. Acting; The First Native American Actor To Receive An Academy Award
Wes Studi is a Cherokee Native American from Cherokee Nation of Tahlequah Oklahoma
who solely spoke Cherokee until he was five years old, he had decided to serve infantry in
Vietnam, but in his thirties decided to switch to acting. He pursued acting due to the
misrepresentation of indigenous peoples in films of 1950s Western portrayal of ‘cowboys and
Indians’ , where the indigenous people were often portrayed not by indigenous peoples but by
Caucasians. In his pursuit of change “Studi made a mark with the Academy while introducing a
video tribute to military films at the 2018 Academy Awards, where he made the initial
introduction and then also spoke in Cherokee and thanked Native Americans who had served”26,
since then he has acted in nearly fifty movies with the intention to continue.
IV. Anti White Supremacy
A. Mount Rushmore
The Oglala Lakota Tribe believes that, “Mount Rushmore is a symbol of white
supremacy, of structural racism that’s still alive and well in society today”27. That to have

25

https://www.kcrw.com/news/shows/greater-la/covid-vaccine-timeline-in-la/jeffrey-gibson-it-

can-be-said-of-them
26

https://tulsaworld.com/entertainment/interview-with-wes-studi-the-first-native-american-actor-

to-receive-an-academy-award/article_15907c33-8207-5e6b-ba1b-1864d4943773.amp.html
27

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/native-americans-to-protest-trump-trip-to-mount-

rushmore
Page 14 of 16

symbols, faces of oppressive presidents who committed genocide and carved their faces on the
mountains of the Native’s land is a great injustice. To be reminded of the colonizers who claimed
the land of Lakota’s sacred Black Hills and used it for their gain. Which was never meant to be
used for the colonizers’ benefit despite the argument that it is a shrine to democracy, “…for their
leadership during four phases of American development: Washington led the birth of the nation;
Jefferson sparked its westward expansion; Lincoln preserved the union and emancipated slaves;
Roosevelt championed industrial innovation.”
B. Columbus
Inspired by Native Americans, statues of Christopher Columbus have been removed by
officials in California, discussed by New York State, and while this process is underway
indigenous people have begun to remove statues themselves. “…statues of Christopher
Columbus have been beheaded, covered with red paint, lassoed around the head and pulled
down, set on fire and thrown into a lake."28 The ongoing protests are in revolt to Columbus’
brutal treatment and enslavement of the indigenous people when he colonized America upon
landing in 1492.
C. Thanksgiving
Nearly four thousand native people gathered on thanksgiving day in 2019 roughly fifty
years after the occupation of Alcatraz Island in the San Francisco Bay. They did this to reject the
tradition of thanksgiving, in order to revolt against the Americanized celebration of the supposed
peace between native Americans and pilgrims, ignoring the fact that the natives were robbed of
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their land. Although this revolt was treated poorly by the government, resulting in the native
Americans on Alcatraz Island had their electricity and phone lines off during this time.29
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